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Abstract
A wall memorial dating to 1824 inside St Mary the Virgin Church, Westwood, near Bradford on Avon Wiltshire, notes the presence of a vault.
Bath and Counties Archaeological Society (BACAS) was asked to investigate whether this vault did indeed lie beneath the floor of the church.
The work was carried out in August 2019 using resistivity profiling inside and outside the church. The results demonstrated the presence of
several vaults: two under the nave near to the memorial, possibly linked or divided by a wall and approximately 1.5m deep, which may be
connected with the wall memorial. Another vault was located under the chancel, 1.75m deep. There appears to be no record of this vault or its
occupant. A further, deeper void was found below the tower, which may be a possible bell pit. An extra profile was taken just outside the
church along the south wall. The results of this show the footings of the chancel, chancel arch and nave, together with the stone base of a flat
grave slab, possibly filled with earth but without a masonry lining.
This was the first time BACAS had carried out a geophysical survey inside a church. Their methodology used inside the Roman Baths at Bath,
proved to be successful at Westwood too.
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Figure 1.1 Location map (St Mary the Virgin Church, Westwood shown at the red arrow).
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Figure 1.2 Wall memorial to Elizabeth Gaisford, who died 5th September 1824, aged 74 years and ‘is buried in a vault below’.

3

Figure 2.1 Probe contact method (this line originated behind the altar). Close up of probe placed inside beaker resting on wet rag.
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Figure 2.2 Probes in line for second profile.
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Figure 2.3 Probe line outside the church, to the south.
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Figure 3.1. Profile inside the church, from east wall down centre of chancel and nave. Point 0 is against the east wall.
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Figure 3.2. Profile outside church to the south. Left is east.
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Figure 3.3. Inside and outside profiles shown aligned for comparison. East is to the left. Note the two plots have different resistivity scales.
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Preface
by David Chalmers
The parish of Westwood lies at the western extremity of Wiltshire, a mile to the south-west of Bradford-on-Avon, and stretches about 2.5 km
from west to east and 1.5 km from north to south. It occupies an angle formed by the northward-flowing River Frome and the westward-flowing
Bristol Avon; these rivers form its southern and northern boundaries, respectively. It includes five smaller settlements, Lower Westwood near
the centre, Upper Westwood and Avoncliff to the north, Lye Green to the north-east, and the hamlet of Iford (which straddles the county
boundary with Somerset) to the south-west. Since the Second World War, new housing development has created a ‘Middle Westwood’ in the
fields between Upper and Lower Westwood. On the south-west and west, the parish adjoins Somerset and the Diocese of Bath and Wells. The
present population of the parish is about 1300.
The Church of St Mary the Virgin is Listed Grade I and is in the Westwood Conservation area. The Church is located alongside Westwood
Manor, a 15th Century stone Manor House now owned by the National Trust and is at the south-east edge of the populated area and therefore
about 3km from the most distant dwellings in the parish. The Church is now the only place of worship in the parish although at one time there
were at least two non-conformist chapels in the village. There is a public footpath running diagonally across the churchyard from south-west to
north-east. There are eight Grade II* listed table top tombs in the churchyard; the majority of the other memorials and grave-stones were
removed in the 1950's.
Westwood is recorded in Charters of 983 and 987 AD and it is possible there was a Saxon Church on the site but it is also possible that the
area was served by St Laurence Church in Bradford on Avon, as that dates from before 705 AD. There are no early records concerning the
Church but Westwood was part of the Estate of Winchester Cathedral recorded in the Domesday Survey. The Church was probably part of the
Bradford on Avon Parish as early as 1299 and remained so until 1876. After 1876 it became an independent parish church until 1983, when it
was united with the Benefice of Wingfield. From March 2013 Westwood became part of the Benefice of Bradford on Avon, Holy Trinity,
Westwood and Wingfield.
The Chancel dates from the late 12th or early 13th Century as the lancet windows indicates. There is a lintel over the Priest’s door which is one
slab of stone with a trefoil in its lower surface forming the door head. The carving on the stone could be pre-Conquest.
The Nave was rebuilt in the 15th Century. The Tower and the North Aisle were added between 1500 and 1530 all in the perpendicular style.
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The Nave was restored and possible re-roofed in 1780 and this is when the coved plaster ceiling was introduced.
The Chancel was restored in 1840-41 when the south wall was rebuilt and a new roof added designed by a Trowbridge architect. Early
elements – window and lintel over the door, etc. were retained.
The restoration was continued with the next Vicar, Canon Jones, who discovered painting and incised inscriptions in the plasterwork of the
Chapel but then removed the plaster. Canon Jones also removed the west end Gallery, removed half of the North Aisle ceiling (probably
because it had deteriorated) and plastered it and he re-pewed the Church.
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1

Introduction

1.1 Location
The church in Westwood, Wiltshire is located at ST 812 590. Figure 1.1 shows the location.

Figure 1.1

Location map (St Mary the Virgin Church, Westwood shown at the red arrow)
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1.2 Dates
The work was carried out by BACAS, free of charge, in one day on Thursday, 1st August 2019.

1.3 Personnel
The BACAS geophysics volunteers were Dr John Oswin, Dr Janet Pryke and Sophie Hawke.

1.4 Background to the survey
The work was requested by the Rector, Joanna Abecassis, and the former Churchwarden, David Chalmers, to establish the possible presence
of a vault beneath the floor of the church, which is mentioned on one of the Church wall memorials, that of Elizabeth Gaisford, dating to 1824
(see Fig. 1.2).
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Figure 1.2 Wall memorial to Elizabeth Gaisford, who died 5th September 1824, aged 74 years and ‘is buried in a vault below’.
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2

Method

The need of the survey was to be able to image through the floor of the church. This was achieved using Resistivity Profiling (otherwise known
as electrical resistivity tomography, ERT). The principal problem was obtaining good contact between the probes and the stone floor. This was
done by holding each probe in an inverted, pierced plastic tumbler and placing a piece of wet sacking between probe and floor. There was a
need to ensure the sacking kept wet Figure 2.1 shows probes in tumblers. The contact method proved successful throughout the church and
failed only on the newly laid forecourt material outside the west door of the church, which had been designed to be impervious. This problem
was overcome by laying wet sacking over the necessary area, under the last few probes, so that some form of contact could be made to
complete the line, although these points were well outside the church.
The zero probe was placed on the floor immediately next to the east wall, behind the altar, and the line was continued under the altar and down
the centre line of the chancel and nave. With 32 probes at 0.5 m interval, this took the line initially to 15.5 m. A second profile was then taken,
starting at 10 m and continuing to 25.5 m, which was outside the church in the forecourt to the west door. The two profiles were concatenated
to form a single profile. Figure 2.2 shows the second profile as set up.
It was too dark inside the church to use the dumpy level, so a level was established at 25 m along the tape. The heights of steps within the
church were taken using just the staff of the level, and heights were calculated setting zero at the east end of the nave floor, just beside the
pulpit.
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Figure 2.1 Probe contact method (this line originated behind the altar). See close up of probe placed inside beaker resting on wet rag.
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Figure 2.2 Probes in line for second profile.
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An extra profile was taken just outside the church, next to the south wall. This used 1 m spacing, so produced a line 31 m long. This was set so
that 31m on that tape coincided with 25.5 m on the internal profiles. It was 3.5 m south of the internal profiles. Normal electrical contact could
be used by pushing the probes directly into soil. The ground sloped gently up from the east. Heights were measured at some points with the
dumpy level and interpolated. At 21 m, the line was diverted a few cm north so that contact could be made with soil rather than on to a flat
grave slab. The last few probes went beyond the church tower into the forecourt area, but were kept on a band of natural stone rather than on
the impervious material. The arrangement is shown in figure 2.3.
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Figure 2.3 Probe line outside the church, to the south.
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The profiling used a TR/CIA resistance meter connected to the probe sets via a proprietary distribution panel. The data were downloaded and
converted using TR proprietary software and analysed using the full version of RES2DINV v3.71.112.
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3

Results

The profile for the two concatenated lines inside the church are shown below in figure 3.1. East is to the left.

Figure 3.1.

Profile inside the church, from east wall down centre of chancel and nave. Point 0 is against the east wall.

Measurements from 23 m can be discarded as these were over the impervious material, the very high readings under the altar may be due to
edge effects, but otherwise the data are good. The probe contact method was very successful. Note that the steps in floor level appear here as
slopes, but that is a limitation of the display. Note also that a linear resistivity scale has been set to contrast the features well, but does not
explicitly show the very high values seen in the ‘voids’.
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The smaller high-signal areas at 7.5 m, 17,5 m and 22 m may represent sections through footings. They correspond approximately with the
chancel arch and either end of the tower respectively.
The voids had good rectangular edges, indicating they are man-made structures, not natural. There is a void under the chancel from 3 m to 6
m. It is approximately 1.75 m deep. Under the nave are two voids, from 9.5 m to 11.5 m and from 12.5 m to 15.5 m, both 1.5 m deep. These
may be linked, or divided by a wall of some form. The deep void at 19.5 m to 21.5 m may be an edge effect, or may be a genuine feature.
Perhaps it is a bell pit as it is beneath the tower.
Figure 3.2 shows the profile taken outside the church. Note that a different resistivity scale has been used to get best contrast.

Figure 3.2. Profile outside church to the south. Left is east.

The high readings near the surface are the footings of the chancel and nave. Note that point 0 in figure 3.1 is approximately point 7 on this plot.
The deep high signal at 18 m to 23 m corresponds to the flat grave slab that the profile went past. This suggests it has a stone base but is filled
with earth. It does not appear to have a masonry lining. The dipping high signal at 15 m may represent deeper footings by the chancel arch.
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For comparison, the two profiles are shown together in figure 3.3. These have been aligned. East is to the left.

Figure 3.3. Inside and outside
profiles shown aligned for
comparison. East is to the left.
Note the two plots have different
resistivity scales.
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4

Comment and Conclusions

The results demonstrated the presence of several vaults: two under the nave near to the memorial, possibly linked or divided by a wall and
approximately 1.5m deep, which may be connected with the wall memorial of Elizabeth Gaisford. Another vault was located under the chancel,
1.75m deep. There appears to be no record of this vault or its occupant as, according to David Chalmers, former Churchwarden, all records
were destroyed in the 1950s. A further, deeper void was found below the tower, which may be a possible bell pit. An extra profile was taken
just outside the church along the south wall. The results of this show the footings of the chancel, chancel arch and nave, together with the stone
base of a flat grave slab, possibly filled with earth but without a masonry lining. It seems likely that one of the vaults located under the nave
belongs to Elizabeth Gaisford, but in order to have any chance of confirming this, it would be necessary to at least lift the church floor, which
would require permission from the relevant Church authorities. However, even if this was permitted, it may not confirm the identity of the vault’s
inhabitant.
In addition, the results of the survey have demonstrated that resistivity profiling can be carried out successfully on a stone floor in a church
provided the probes are supported and wet sacking is used to make good electrical contact to the flags. This was the first time that the BACAS
geophysics team had carried out work inside a church and excellent results were achieved.
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